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Introduction
This paper reports on a study of intergenerational learning between children and grandparents, aiming to enhance understanding of the sociocultural aspects of learning in an area where little research has previously been conducted. By analysing the ways in which each generation contributes to the knowledge of the other, the paper identifies the characteristics and the results of such learning exchanges. It also suggests how initiatives in lifelong learning and family learning could draw upon and support the role of grandparents as carers.
The study looks closely at the intergenerational learning exchange between young children attending a primary school in Tower Hamlets, East London, and their grandparents. The school has a culturally mixed intake, with the two main linguistic groups being Sylheti/Bengali-speaking* children from families of Bangladeshi origin, and monolingual English-speaking children, some from mixed-race families. The project worked with families of both these groups, in order to gain understanding of learning interactions in different cultural and linguistic contexts. The focus was on children in the early years (from nursery to Year 1, ages three to six), because very young children have the most evident need of help and care from their grandparents.
An investigation of this age group gives particularly rich insights into the potential for intergenerational learning.
Key concepts from sociocultural theory relevant to young children's learning experiences with other family members include guidance through 'scaffolding' provided by caregivers (Wood, Bruner & Ross 1976) , the 'syncretising' of knowledge and experience from different sources (Gregory and Williams, 2000) , 'synergy' leading to mutual benefits for the young child and others involved (Gregory, 2001) , 'funds of knowledge' within communities (Moll et al, 1992; González, Moll and Amanti, 2005) , and the transmission of knowledge or 'prolepsis' between generations (Cole 1996) . The study applies these concepts to interactions between children and grandparents, in order to highlight the characteristics of this area of intergenerational learning.
The importance of intergenerational learning
Intergenerational studies has recently emerged as an academic discipline (Newman et al, 1997; Granville and Ellis, 1999; Van, 2004) including research on grandparenthood (Smith and Drew, 2002; Attias-Donfut and Segalen, 2002) .
However, there have been no studies investigating grandparents' role in children's learning. Such studies are also lacking within the field of early childhood research.
Although the importance of family interaction in children's learning has been widely recognised in the US (Heath, 1983) , the UK (Hannon, 1995) , Australia (Cairney and Ruge, 1998) and New Zealand (McNaughton, 1995) , the spotlight has tended to focus on parents rather than other family members.
More recently, this focus has widened to include interaction between siblings (Rashid and Gregory, 1997; Volk with de Acosta, 2004 ). An ethnographic study by Gregory and Williams (2000) in Tower Hamlets highlighted the importance of siblings in bilingual learning, and benefits for both older and younger siblings have been identified (Gregory, 2001) . Research on parents and children has also begun to conceptualise the interaction as a mutual exchange, for example in Duran's study (2001) of US Hispanic parents learning from their children when helping with English homework. The issue of grandparents' interaction with children now needs complementary development. This investigation is particularly timely since grandparents are increasingly involved in the care of young children; for example, one-fifth of grandparents in Britain now provide childcare to support working parents (Dench & Ogg, 2002) , and in cases of kinship care (when parents are unable to look after their children) grandparents often become the major or only source of support (Clark & Cairns, 2001; Richards, 2001) .
A sociocultural approach to intergenerational learning
Sociocultural theories of learning (Tharp & Gallimore 1988 , Pollard with Filer, 1996 , based on the work of Vygotsky (1978) , have proved particularly fruitful in exploring young children's learning experiences within the family. Vygotskyan theory explains how a child first encounters new concepts through interaction with others in her cultural community, and subsequently integrates these ideas into her individual understanding. Thus 'an interpersonal process is transformed into an intrapersonal one' (Vygotsky, 1978: 57) . As Cole and Scribner point out, for Vygotsky 'the mechanism of individual developmental change is rooted in society and culture' (Cole and Scribner, 1978: 7) .
Educationalists have focused on how this exchange of ideas between child and caregiver takes place. Wood, Bruner and Ross (1976) proposed that parental tutoring in the pre-school years involves guidance through 'scaffolding', a form of cognitive support later described by Maybin, Mercer and Stierer as 'help which will enable a learner to accomplish a task which they would not have been quite able to manage on their own' (Maybin, Mercer and Stierer (1992: 188) . However, Rogoff points out from observations in different cultural contexts that 'children and their social partners, particularly their caregivers, are interdependent rather than independent' (Rogoff, 1990: 193) . She therefore suggests that children's 'apprenticeship' to others is an active role, in which 'guided participation is jointly managed by children and their companions in ways that facilitate children's growing skills' (Rogoff, 1990: viii) .
This co-construction of learning can involve a 'synergy' between the participants, as shown by Gregory (2001) in a study of bilingual siblings 'playing school' at home.
Gregory defines synergy as 'a unique reciprocity whereby siblings act as adjuvants in each other's learning' (Gregory, 2001: 309) ; although the older sibling takes the official role of teacher, the process of interaction with the younger child requires the re-formulation of concepts and thus triggers additional learning for both.
How might grandparents' interaction with children compare with that of other family members? At first sight it seems as though the grandparent-child dynamic would be similar to that of parents and children, rather than the more equal roles found in sibling interactions. However, this is an assumption requiring further examination.
Additionally, learner-teacher relationships can shift and become more reciprocal when families move to a new country and children become fluent in the dominant language more rapidly than adults, as found by Kenner (2005) .
Turning to the kinds of knowledge gained by young children through learning with family members, sociocultural theory again has a particular contribution to make.
Culture is seen as understandings shared between members of a community, jointly created through social practice. In all societies, and particularly in contexts of migration, cultural knowledge is dynamic and continually changing. This involves the 'syncretising' of knowledge and experience from different sources, 'a creative process in which people reinvent culture as they draw on diverse resources' (Gregory, Long and Volk, 2004: 5) .
Just as young children take an active part in the processes of learning, so they also coconstruct the ideas that result. A social semiotic perspective, as developed by Kress (1997) in his examination of young children's writing, further illuminates how this happens. Kress shows how children produce signs that, whilst shaped by their cultural world, carry their own interpretation as meaning-makers; 'children, like adults, never copy....we transform the stuff which is around us -usually in entirely minute and barely noticeable ways' (Kress, 1997: 96) .
When children and grandparents learn together, the relationship may offer particular scope for 'transformation' of ideas and for 'syncretising' cultural information.
Grandparents are likely to be important resources for the 'funds of knowledge' held within communities, defined as 'historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual functioning and well-being' (Moll et al, 1992: 133) . At the same time, children may also have new competences that their grandparents would like to access, such as how to operate technology that is unfamiliar to the older generation. The child-grandparent relationship when a family moves to a new country may especially show this dynamic, due to children taking the lead in developing knowledge of the new language and new cultural tools.
These changing cultural contexts provide fascinating territory within which to examine how 'prolepsis' (Cole, 1996) functions between the two generations. Cole developed the idea of 'prolepsis' to explain how a parent brings memories from their own past into current interactions with their child, and how these memories both expand and limit the child's experience as the adult imagines what the future for the child might be. Grandparents will also be bringing such ideas to bear on their relationship with a grandchild, and the creative tensions arising as concepts are jointly developed through intergenerational learning have yet to be explored.
The study
The research project discussed here set out to investigate intergenerational learning in families from different cultural backgrounds whose young children all attended the same East London primary school. As mentioned earlier, the families involved were Sylheti/Bengali-speaking families settled in London, and monolingual Englishspeaking (some of mixed-race). In order to examine the theoretical issues discussed above, we decided to collect data on informal learning events taking place at home between young children and grandparents, both in activities where older people would be more likely to provide support (such as storytelling, cooking or gardening) and in the newer areas of information and communication technology where leadership might switch to children. In both cases we anticipated an exchange of knowledge and skills, and the study would explore the dynamics involved.
Our research questions were as follows:
1) In what ways do grandparents and children take the lead in the learning interactions?
2) In what ways are the learning interactions co-constructed by the participants?
3) What kinds of knowledge are exchanged between the younger and older learners?
Methods
A survey was first conducted at the primary school on learning at home between grandparents and children, followed by ethnographic case studies of nine families through interviews, videorecording of learning events, and scrapbooks.
Survey
To gain an overview of learning activities taking place at home between grandparents and children, a questionnaire was distributed to families with children in nursery, Reception and Year 1 (ages 3-6) thought by the school to have contact with grandparents. The questions concerned the amount of contact with grandparents, the range of activities taken part in together, and the languages used in the course of these activities. 20 families answered, 17 Sylheti/Bengali-speaking and 3 monolingual English-speaking.
Nine families agreed to take part in an in-depth examination of the intergenerational exchange. Six families were Sylheti/Bengali-speaking and three monolingual Englishspeaking. From these families, eleven children were involved in our research, six bilingual in Sylheti/Bengali and English (Sahil, Sumayah, Anayet, Anayah, Amani, Abida) and five monolingual (siblings Lizzie and Sam, and Oscar and Cosmo, whose families were of UK white origin, and Steven whose maternal grandparents were from Guyana). Six were boys and five were girls. Four were in Year 1, four in Reception and three in nursery.
Interviews
Grandparents were asked about their overall role in grandchildren's learning, and particular aspects of learning for both child and grandparent taking place in the different activities carried out together. Children were also interviewed about what they and their grandparents learned from each other.
Video-recording
Families were asked to suggest typical activities that children and grandparents enjoyed doing together. For each family, two activities were video-recorded, each lasting around 15 minutes. We requested that one of these should be a computer activity, and in cases where the family did not possess a computer, the researchers took a laptop to homes. This enabled grandparents and children to explore a new learning tool in a familiar environment.
Scrapbooks
To gain additional data from the families' perspective, scrapbooks were provided to record activities grandparents and children enjoyed together. Families placed a variety of material in these scrapbooks, including photographs, children's drawings and writing, and artefacts ranging from brochures of places visited to a small bag of lentils used in cooking or fragments of birds' eggs and leaves collected from the garden.
Range of activities and languages found in the survey
The questionnaire offered a list of possible activities in which grandparents might engage with their grandchildren. The list was drawn up by the research team, and included ideas emerging from consultation with members of the local Bangladeshi community. Grandparents selected from these options and added any activities not When focusing on case studies of individual children, we were then able to refer back to the questionnaire findings in order to see how representative their experiences were (see Jessel et al, 2004 , for an example of this process).
Analysis of ethnographic data
Having obtained the above overview, we used the videodata together with the interview and scrapbook material to generate a detailed understanding of the intergenerational learning exchange. Videodata was transcribed to show different channels of communication: language, gaze, and touch/action.
Qualitative analysis was conducted to look for common themes and patterns in the data, in the following ways:
 Learning interactions were examined to find out how participants built on each other's meanings through talk and non-verbal interaction  An inventory was drawn up of different concepts and skills featuring in the discussions and activities shared by participants
In the discussion of findings below, exemplars have been chosen from our substantial body of case-study data in order to illustrate each point.
A relationship of mutuality
Our data demonstrated the significance of the grandparent-grandchild relationship in terms of the amount of time spent together and the importance attached to the relationship by both sides. The older and younger generations provided for each other's needs, thus establishing a relationship that we have characterised as one of 'mutuality'.
In most families, grandparents played a key role in caring for their grandchildren, since parents were occupied with the demands of large families and/or paid employment. For example, Steven's grandmother would cancel other appointments to look after him, and often collected him from school even though she had to catch two buses to do so. Sumayah's grandmother was the main babysitter for her grandchildren and passed on childcare knowledge to her daughter-in-law. Abida's mother was busy with a newborn baby, so Abida spent a great deal of time with her grandparents.
Grandparents described the enjoyment they gained from interacting with grandchildren. Sumayah's grandmother noted the energy provided by the younger generation to the older -'grandchildren keep the house alive'. Anayet's grandmother spoke of how 'they fill our hearts with love and belonging' and explained that she and her grandson contributed to each other's sense of well-being: 'he phones me and lifts my spirits -we help each other'. Whilst mutual enjoyment of the relationship was mentioned by grandparents from all cultural backgrounds, it seemed particularly important for those who had migrated to Britain with their families, and therefore had fewer social networks. One mother in a Bangladeshi family said 'My daughter does everything -from eating to sleeping -with my parents. She can't live without them and they can't live without her'.
According to grandparents and children, their interaction had a different quality from the parent-child relationship. Sumayah's grandmother commented that grandparents 'show a different sort of love', a key aspect being that children 'get a sense of security and comfort from us'. All the children in Bangladeshi families who lived with their grandparents often chose to sleep in their grandmother's room, which gave a particular closeness. Two children in particular, one in a Bengali-speaking family and one in an The mutual vulnerability of the grandparent-grandchild relationship, combined with a sense of freedom and playfulness, meant that interactions operated on a relatively equal basis. We now examine how this context affected the process of intergenerational learning.
Equal partners in learning
We found that intergenerational learning interactions showed the following characteristics: 
Anayet and his grandmother Mayarun using the computer
Anayet is at his grandmother's house, using the laptop provided by the research project. His grandmother, Mayarun, is sitting beside him with Anayet's toddler cousin on her lap. Anayet's aunt is nearby. The researcher has shown Anayet how to use the inbuilt mouse and he has started to press various keys, with his grandmother nodding and quietly saying the letters. During the activity, they code-switch between Sylheti and English, since Mayarun is also a confident English speaker.
Sylheti is represented in italics, with English translation in brackets.
The Sylheti word nanu means 'granny' but can also be used affectionately to address the grandchild. Anayet continues to take the lead, refusing his grandmother's offer to press the 'E' key. Finally she sounds out his entire name to remind him of the last letter, 'T'.
Mayarun (M)

Anayet presses this letter with a smile and his accomplishment is confirmed by his grandmother saying 'T' and his own remark 'T -shesh' (T -finished).
This subtle and sensitive support develops Anayet's ability to spell his name, using the keyboard as a tool. Mayarun code-switches into English to highlight concepts used ('name', 'letter') and to signal the sequence of events ('first', 'which one').
Steven and his grandmother Gloria cooking
Steven is at his grandmother Gloria's house, standing on a stool in front of the sink in her kitchen, so that he can reach the worktop. Gloria is standing next to him and together they are stirring a batter to make fairy cakes. The transcript extract is part of a cookery session lasting almost an hour, during which they also make bread sticks.
Gloria (G) Steven (S) Gaze
Touch/action put it in ohhh! Both looking at bowl S holding wooden spoon in right hand and G lifting metal spoon out of bowl ohhh! (in an answering intonation) S brings left hand and holds wooden spoon with both hands and stirs, shifts spoon to left hand and stirs with left hand only S holds bowl with right hand while stirring with left hand and bends towards bowl. G turns towards S G gaze on tin in left hand S gaze on bowl S lets go of bowl The multimodal transcript highlights the complexity of action taking place, with relatively little verbal input. Steven is learning how to control and manipulate the wooden spoon in stirring, sometimes using his right hand and sometimes his left, or both together. The only talk is Gloria's comment 'put it in' and Stephen's 'ohhh!' as an ingredient is added, followed by Gloria's answering 'ohhh!' which reinforces their joint enjoyment of the activity. Their gaze is on the tools being used to accomplish the task. At a later point Gloria's gaze turns to Steven and he makes a remark about the consistency of the batter ('it's sticky'), which she acknowledges with 'yes'.
Gloria then places her hand below her grandson's on the spoon handle whilst verbally signalling why: 'you put the flour in now and let granny stir it'. Steven puts in an unexpectedly large amount of flour but Gloria only comments 'oh…there's lots'. She indicates his turn to stir again, by making the offer verbally and by letting go of the spoon and mixing bowl. Meanwhile she takes over the tricky task of putting in the rest of the flour.
When the batter becomes too stiff for Steven to stir alone, Gloria offers to help, placing her hand on the spoon too. Grandmother and grandson stir together, Gloria's hand between both of Steven's. Although Steven maintains 'I can do it' and 'it's not stiff', he allows Gloria to continue. She gently persuades him to accept her aid: 'let granny help you…right'.
Steven receives adult supervision throughout this event, and is given responsibility and treated as a successful participant. Rather than using verbal criticism, Gloria takes supportive action to remedy any difficulty. Joint activity is embedded in a relationship of mutual warmth and trust, giving a relaxed tempo in which Steven can find his own rhythm.
Sahil and his grandmother Razia playing 'Solitaire' on the computer
Sahil and his two younger sisters are at home with their grandmother Razia, who lives in the same house. They have been doing a number of activities together on this particular day, including making bead necklaces, handwriting and story reading in Bengali. Now Sahil has set up the card game 'Solitaire' on the computer and is showing his grandmother how to play it.
Razia (R)
Sahil ( R/S at screen S puts his hand back on R's hand and moves her hand away S gives the mouse to R and places his hand back on R's S removes R's hand and shows R using his hand on the mouse how to drag and drop the cards where they should go Whereas Razia had taken the lead in the previous activities of necklace-making and
Bengali story reading and handwriting, the lead switches to her grandson once the computer is involved. Razia knows card games that she used to play in a group in Bangladesh, but is unfamiliar with 'Solitaire' and with the computer itself. Sahil shows her how the game works by moving cards to particular places on the screen. He offers his grandmother a turn: 'I know…you do it', placing his hand over hers to help her guide the mouse and indicating that she should click the left mouse button.
An interplay between their hands ensues as Sahil decides to take charge of the mouse again and Razia tries to take it back. Eventually Sahil returns the mouse to his grandmother, before taking possession of it once more in order to demonstrate how to drag and drop the cards. At the same time, his verbal commentary highlights the position where this particular card can be placed in order to play the game correctly.
Sahil plays an expert role here, speaking with confidence to give his grandmother instructions in Bengali, and passing on the skills he has learnt in operating the computer as well as the rules of the card game. Razia is keen to join in but defers at key moments to her grandson's greater knowledge and dexterity. The overall learning relationship is a balanced one in which both partners remain actively involved.
Touch as a communicative mode
A multimodal transcription of our videodata highlighted the role of touch as a particularly significant means of communication, used by grandparents and grandchildren to build a secure and confident relationship and to negotiate kinaesthetic learning.
We identified the following purposes for which touch was used: 
Confirming the grandparent/child relationship
The videodata emphasises the physical closeness between the older and younger generation. For example, Sahil and his grandmother interlaced their fingers after they had been reading Bengali poetry together. Lizzie rubbed her cheek on her grandmother's arm as they looked at a webpage on the internet. This is a flexible form of touch used for reassurance by both generations, which flows into physical guidance as described below.
Constructing the event
Adults and children used touch to organise aspects of their joint activity. For example, Sam's grandmother held him more firmly as he became tired during a computer game, encircling him with her arms and patting his stomach to maintain his concentration.
Anayah's grandmother pointed and tapped letters needed for making up words in a jigsaw game, and ran her finger along the whole word when it was completed.
Meanwhile, Anayah placed her hand on her grandmother's arm to stop her breaking up the puzzle.
Guiding
Grandparents often placed a hand over their grandchild's in order to physically demonstrate an action, and children sometimes guided their grandparents in a similar
way. This was a negotiated form of touch that ebbed and flowed according to the need gauged by the participants. Sahil's grandmother guided his hand as he wrote in Bengali, enabling him to experience the flow of the pen on the page to inscribe the pattern of each letter. He pushed her hand away when he was writing a letter he felt confident with, and also when he changed to writing in English. A few moments later, the 'Solitaire' game discussed above took place, and Sahil placed his hand on top of his grandmother's to guide her in moving the mouse for the computer. 
Shadowing
Grandparents would 'shadow' children's actions with their hands poised alongside the child's, ready to guide when necessary. Abida's grandfather moved his hand in synchrony with his grand-daughter's, just alongside her as she pressed keys on the computer keyboard. Whilst Steven practised breaking eggs into the mixing bowl, his grandmother's hand hovered next to his.
Enabling
Physical help was sometimes needed by children to accomplish a task. Lizzie's grandmother lifted her up when the copier was out of reach. Steven's grandmother helped him to stir dough when it became too stiff for him to do alone. When grandchildren perceived their grandparents as frail, enabling could go the other way;
Oscar helped his grandmother to the top of the slide because she was terrified of heights, and showed her how to position herself for the descent, saying 'big people go down like this'.
Disciplining
Grandparents tended to use touch rather than talk to re-orient children's behaviour.
When Sam began to dig a pencil point into the mousemat, his grandmother moved his hand away gently and replaced the pencil on one side of the desk. When Steven wanted to use the guillotine to cut paper in a classroom, his grandmother put her hands around his waist and moved him away from the table, without verbal comment.
Concepts and skills developed in intergenerational learning
The intergenerational knowledge exchange observed in our case studies complemented children's school learning and contributed to lifelong learning for grandparents. The chart in Figure 3 identifies concepts and skills being developed through each learning activity. (Jessel et al, 2004 ).
Activity
Activities such as cookery and gardening involved situated and authentic learning that also aided the development of curriculum-related concepts and skills. We have conducted a detailed examination of gardening as a source of early scientific knowledge elsewhere (Ruby et al, forthcoming) . A broader definition of learning, going beyond curriculum targets, is required to encompass the rich variety of knowledge children gain from spending time in family settings. As mentioned earlier, activities such as talking about family and family history, along with visiting others, are not always recognised as significant in the school curriculum. Yet the resulting formation of a sense of identity and the development of social skills make a key contribution to citizenship. The way in which intergenerational activities complemented children's learning at school was highlighted by Anayet's grandmother when she said 'the work we do at home, the time we spend together is so important, it's extra'. 
Combining knowledge
The older and younger generations used their different capabilities to create shared understandings, leading to new forms of linguistic and cultural learning. This could occur around a text that was itself a cultural blend, such as Sahil's 'Snow White' storybook produced in Bangladesh, as we have discussed elsewhere (Gregory et al, 2007) . When Sumayah worked in the garden with her grandparents, she combined learning gained from interactions in Sylheti with the conceptual knowledge she was simultaneously building up in English (Ruby et al, forthcoming) . Videorecorded in the garden, Sumayah identified fruit and vegetables such as different types of pumpkin in Sylheti/Bengali, and pointed out the new leaves on a lemon tree to her grandmother. She also described the size and colour of apples on the trees in English when addressed in English by her mother.
Passing on knowledge of family history, language and culture
Grandparents had a sense of maintaining continuity for a new generation by passing on their experience of family history. Sam's grandmother brought family experiences into a computer game on the history of transport which she was playing with Sam, pointing out that she or his uncle had been born in the era when particular kinds of plane first appeared. Sumayah's grandmother commented 'we pass on a lot to them…we tell them stories of Bangladesh, how we live there, what we grow, what we eat, how we do things… things have changed a lot, we tell them stories of times that have gone, about our lives, the way we were brought up'. Such information was particularly important to build links for children with their families' country of origin.
The Bangladeshi grandparents were a key resource for developing children's knowledge of Bengali, thus retaining a connection with heritage and culture. Sahil's grandmother spent time reciting Bengali poetry with her grandchildren and reading them books brought by her daughter-in-law from Bangladesh. Many Bengali-speaking grandparents introduced grandchildren to Arabic for the purposes of reading the Qur'an: 'Anayet loves to watch me and copy me when I'm praying'.
Continuity and change
In some aspects, activities done with grandchildren emphasised the link between generations. Anayah's grandmother said she followed the ways and practices of her 
Implications for sociocultural theory
Our findings extend theories of sociocultural learning by highlighting the unique learning relationship of grandparents and grandchildren, to which each generation brings particular knowledge and skills.
Scaffolding and synergy
Whilst the grandparents in our study were providing 'scaffolding' in terms of cognitive support enabling children to accomplish a task they could not have done alone, intergenerational learning interactions were conducted in a context of mutuality and thus in a relatively equal way. 'Synergy' therefore seems a more appropriate term to describe the learning process between grandparents and grandchildren. A multimodal analysis of learning events has revealed how synergy is mediated through touch and gaze as well as verbally, with touch being used for a particularly wide range of communicative purposes.
Grandparents treated children as competent co-constructors of the event, giving them plenty of time to act and only offering guidance when this was evidently needed. At the same time, the warmth and closeness of the relationship reassured children that guidance was continually available. Meanwhile, children also provided support for adult learning, particularly when using the computer together. They expressed mutual care and sensitivity for their grandparents as learners.
Syncretism and funds of knowledge
The study demonstrates how 'funds of knowledge' were held by both generations rather than by adults only. This was the case for both Bengali-speaking and Englishspeaking families with regard to children's knowledge of new technology, for example. The resources brought by children to the relationship were especially prominent in bilingual families, where grandparents often depended on the younger generation's understanding of English in order to accomplish an activity.
Syncretism emerges as a key characteristic of intergenerational learning activities.
The dynamic creation of new cultural understandings as participants blended or 'syncretised' their respective knowledge was evident, for example when Sahil's grandmother brought her experience as a reader of Bengali literature to co-construct an interpretation of the European traditional tale 'Snow White' more familiar to her grandson.
Prolepsis
In the project findings we see that 'prolepsis', the handing down of experience from the older generation, now involves adaptation to the input of very young children.
Grandparents from all cultural backgrounds recognised that the passing on of their experience had to be negotiated with the younger generation, and that knowledge and values would be re-evaluated in the context of a rapidly-changing world where their grandchildren often held the advantage.
Issues for further research
This study was conducted with a small number of children from two main linguistic groups, Bengali-speaking and monolingual English-speaking, and the ideas arising could now be investigated with a larger sample from a wider range of linguistic backgrounds. A longitudinal study would also be of benefit, looking at how relationships change between children and grandparents across the age span. The role of parents within intergenerational relationships is another area of interest, and we are now embarking on research into the dynamics of interaction between three generations -children, parents and grandparents -and the effects on children's learning.
Implications for educators
The study suggests that schools need to be aware of the special relationship between children and grandparents and how this contributes to learning at home. Teachers can build links with grandparents by inviting them into school to share their knowledge and experience. Family learning sessions can involve grandparents as well as parents, and can include areas new to the older generation such as computer activities or English as a second language, thus facilitating lifelong learning. When involving grandparents in family learning initiatives, value must be given to their existing expertise.
As an example of how such links could be stimulated, our research began with a Grandparents' Coffee Morning held at the school, to set up a dialogue with grandparents about the important role they played in children's learning. The project ended with a Grandparents' Fair, held in the school computer suite where grandparents had an informal opportunity to try out the facilities with their grandchildren. The participating families attended together with teachers and with representatives of the local education authority and family learning organisations, to reflect on our findings and share ideas on intergenerational learning.
Conclusion
This study demonstrates that when young children and grandparents jointly participate in events ranging from storytelling to computer activities, the exchange of knowledge enhances learning for both generations. Whilst the detail of the intergenerational exchange differs according to each family's linguistic and cultural background, perhaps the most striking finding is that many aspects are similar: mutuality of the learning relationship; grandparents passing on knowledge of family history, language and culture; and children offering new knowledge to the older generation. In each case, learning with grandparents at home develops concepts and skills relevant to children's formal education, and this significant contribution needs to be recognised by schools.
.
*Note
Sylheti is an oral language from the area of Sylhet in Bangladesh. This was the language spoken by most of the families in the study, with Standard Bengali being used in writing. Some families also spoke varieties of Bengali and thus we have adopted the term Sylheti/Bengali to cover the range of languages used.
